CHAPTER VI

The Sun among the Stars

HOW BRIGHT ARE THE STARS?

IN TIIK long ago days of childhood many of us perhaps
believed that the stars were only little silver lanterns
attached to the blue firmament above our heads. This
oldest and simplest of all hypotheses often came nostalgi-
cally back to the author's mind when, during his researches
on the sources of stellar radiation, he encountered so many
seemingly unsurpassable difficulties. But unfortunately he
could not doubt that this good old theory is incorrect, and
that the stars are actually giant, masses of extremely hot gas
very similar to our Sun, The tremendously great distances
separating us from these remote suns make them look
small and faint, but astronomical observations permit us to
estimate these interstellar distances and to compare the
actual (or absolute) luminosities of different stars with the
luminosity of our own Sun.

Let us take, for example, the brilliant eye of the Great
Dog. The Great Dog is, of course, a constellation to which
this name was given by ancient astronomers in the course
of their attempts to mark off different groups of bright
stars by identifying them with animals or mythological
persons. Though to the modern prosaic eye the combina-
tion of stars forming this particular constellation (Figure
32) hardly resembles any known breed of dog, or any animal
whatsoever, one must have respect for the classics. The eye
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